series of descriptions. Tables that summarize the facts will help readers keep the details straight, and the many diagrams will aid their understanding of the mechanisms. Even so, I needed to have a pencil and paper handy. The authors also raise practical possibilities of the work, such as engineering driven Y chromosomes to control insect numbers.
The authors emphasize that the selfish entities they describe are almost always harmful to the host. They have little patience with those who assume an adaptive significance, including even Barbara McClintock, dismissing her idea that transposons -segments of DNA that can move around the genome -act as 'controlling elements' . Despite this, some elements have been domesticated and do, in fact, serve a useful purpose. Some of the most interesting speculation surrounds the possible origin of normal processes from selfish elements in the past. Two of the most convincing are mating-type switching in yeast and telomeres in several species.
The chapter on selfish cell lineages focuses on cancers as the most obvious example. The authors report the work of Andrew Wilkie and colleagues, who explained the high mutation rate in Apert's syndrome (a condition involving the premature fusion of bones). It is caused by a switch in the male germ line from asymmetric stem-cell divisions, in which the daughter cells are different, to symmetric exponential growth, which greatly increases the number of mutant cells. This highlights the susceptibility of a cell line in which one daughter product undergoes apoptosis to subversion by exponentially growing variants. There must be an evolutionary trade-off between the advantages of asymmetric growth (providing a constant number of sperm continuously over a long lifetime) and a consequent high rate of deleterious mutation. Asymmetric cell division seems to be a prime target for subversion by exponentially growing derivatives. There are likely to be more examples waiting to be found, especially ones that do little harm.
The book ends with a thoughtful chapter on the present position and on future directions of study. Although many of the selfish elements so fully described in the book have lost their motility and died (sometimes increasing the size of the genome), the subject is very much alive. 
